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The Well-Stocked Bookshelf
BY En

SPICER

In this issue we feature books for a wide variety of readers. We have a nonfiction Bomb and Margo Lanagan's
trademark lyrical, mythic fantasy-both should win awards. Rebecca Stead's Liar & Spy makes an appearance
because it could very well make the Newbery cut again. Even though I am no longer serving on the debut YA
author award committee (The Morris Committee), this review column features two debut authors to find and
read: E.M. Kokie has written a book that will surprise readers with its voice and insight. Do make the time to
find, purchase, and read Personal Effects. Seraphina by Rachel Hartman has some of the most unusual dragons
in literature and world building that qualifies her for some sort of architecture prize. Once again, I lament the
fact that I don't read about six times faster (with better comprehension). What books did I miss for this column?
As always your comments, complaints, or compliments are appreciated. You may send them to: info@spicyreads.
org. Happy reading!

Stead, R. (2012). Liar & spy. New York: Random House/Wendy Lamb Books. 185 pp.
ISBN: 978-0-385-73743-2. (Hardcover); $15.99.
Rebecca Stead's When You Reach Me was my pick to win the Newbery (along with a great
number of other reviewers and children's literature lovers). Consequently, I was worried
that Liar & Spy would prove to be something of a let down. When I finished reading this
book, I said to myself, "She could win again!"
Right off the bat, Stead won my admiration by teaching me something about my own
tongue and using this information about false, scientific knowledge as a metaphor for
what Georges believes about his rightful place in the world. Stead, you have my attention! Georges is a displaced middle school soul. His house is gone. His friends are gone.
Due to their huge financial woes, even his mother is mostly gone, and Georges is forced
to communicate with her via a Scrabble board. Georges is also the victim of his parents'
over-enthusiastic love of painter Georges Seurat: "Here's a piece of advice you will probably never use: If you want to name your son after Georges Seurat, you could call him
George, without the S. Just to make his life easier" (p. 12). Georges is called "Gorgeous"
at school and is often bullied by Dallas Llewellyn and cronies because of that one extra
S. Choosing Seurat, a painter famous for his use of small individual dots of paint to
construct very large paintings is an excellent complement to this middle school comingof-age mystery. Georges lives in a Brooklyn apartment building near Candy and Safer,
homeschooled students who live in a family that allows them to choose their own names.
Safer is the building's resident spy and he needs Georges' help to discover the nefarious
evil schemes of the illusive Mr. X. Safer instructs Georges in the fine art of noticing
details: buttons, garbage cans, clothing color, and more. With scouting help from Candy
(who uses her money to buy, um, candy-guess how she got her name), Safer constructs
a plan to enter the apartment of Mr. X. To gain entry, however, he will need Georges to
act bravely, gain self-confidence, and do things that generate heaps of ethical anxiety
in Georges' mind, to say nothing of scaring him half to death. Safer's lessons about
noticing details provide Georges with the incentive to do just that and Georges begins to
uncover in the dots and dabs several very different stories. The twists in this book, built
on all the dotted clues sprinkled throughout, continually delight readers. It is the voice,
however, the very believable middle school voice of Georges that transforms this book
into a masterpiece that will have the Newbery committee reading this one again and
again.
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Hoose, P. (2012). Moonbird: A year on the wind with the great survivor B95. New
York: Farrar Straus Giroux. 148 pp. ISBN: 978-0-374-30468-3. (Hardcover);
$21.99.
Phillip Hoose won a Newbery honor for his biography of Claudette Colvin. He also wrote
an informational book about the pileated woodpecker (The Race to Save the Lord God
Bird). Any author that can get me to read, eagerly, more than 200 pages about a woodpecker commands respect for anything he chooses to write.
This time Hoose follows a four-ounce bird, rufa red knot, given the
name, Moonbird, B95 to be specific, on his 9,000 mile journey from
the tip of South America to South Hampton Island and the polar
regions in Canada (and then back again, another 9,000-mile journey).
While this book describes these shorebirds that are about the size of
a robin, it is the story of this one specific bird that transforms this
informational text into the transcendent realm of award winning
nonfiction. This is a book to give to folks who claim not to enjoy nonfiction. Scientists estimate that B95 has flown approximately 325,000
miles in its lifetime, which would get Moonbird to the moon and
halfway back. B95's yearly journey requires exact timing, abundant
food, a coordinated group defense against predators, and a whole lot
of luck (among other compelling needs). The amazing fact of B95, who
was first banded in 1995 at an estimated age of 3, is that this same
bird was spotted again in November 2011. This species of bird depends
upon an abundant supply of high-energy food at each of the four different spots. B95 is able to eat 14 times its own weight, "To do that, a
human weighing 110 pounds would need to eat 2,300 hamburgers at
two thirds of a pound per hamburger, with cheese and tomato." (p. 31).
B95 has a body that is capable of other mysteries that Hoose describes
in his characteristic awe-inducing words. Of special note is the manner
in which readers are supplied with species information and the habitat needs of the rufa
red knot at each of their stopping spots. The precise timing of the flights combined with
the physical changes of the bird, including how heavy it needs to be before it can safely fly
are as engaging as any adventure text one can read. Along the way readers learn about
banding, including B95's distinctive bands of orange and black. The habitat and food
supply of this species has caused a dramatic drop in the numbers of these birds to the
point that scientists are taking steps to protect the rest stops; the food supply of the birds,
including the humble horseshoe crabs; as well as getting the species on the endangered
species list, which scientists describe as an agonizingly slow process. Unlike the very
bleak story of the pileated woodpecker, the rufa red knot, as championed by B95, has
a chance, as described in the chapter "Extinction Is Forever" and the appendix, which
is given a subtitle "What You Can Do." While the quality of writing in the appendix is
didactic, Hoose has earned this right by making readers care desperately for this bird,
especially B95 whom we meet on four separate captures and several other sightings and
pictures. Perhaps the most hopeful note of all is the fact that less than one year ago, a
picture positively identifying a very healthy B95 was taken, giving readers hope that B95
will fly those remaining miles from the moon before it dies. Filled with biographies of the
scientists involved, insets with information about birds and biology, maps with mileage
of the migratory route, plenty of clear photographs, detailed source notes, an abundant
bibliography, and an excellent list of resources that include multimedia and online
sources ensure that this book will be included in the nonfiction award winners announced
this January. Buy this book for all elementary, middle school, and high school libraries.
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Bacigalupi, P. (2012). The drowned cities. New York: Little, Brown and Company. 437
pp. ISBN: 978-0-316-05624-3. (Hardcover); $17.99.
Continuing the Printz-winning story begun with Ship Breaker, readers travel with
Mahlia and Mouse into the ravaged regions on the outskirts of the Drowned Cities. When
Mahlia and Mouse meet up with Tool (the half-man war machine from Shipbreaker), Tool
has just barely escaped death from a vicious gator, to say nothing of Colonel Glenn Stern
and his men who are determined to kill him as well. Tool has, however, enough strength
to capture and kill Mouse if Mahlia does not quickly bring him the medicine that will
cure him. Mahlia does not return in the time Tool has set for her. However, Tool has not
killed Mouse either. Mahlia and Tool could escape and leave Tool to die. Mahlia, however,
decides to save Tool. She now must live with those consequences. When Mouse is captured
by the army searching for Tool, Mahlia assumes that Tool will help her to repay what she
sees as a debt. Tool, however, will never again accept a master, and he cares
little for saving Mouse. He does have, however, a personal code of honor. He
agrees to help Mahlia, but only under his own terms. Bacigalupi's dystopian
novel hits readers squarely in the face with the horrors of war. We are not
dealing with some corrupt army filled with adults. We are dealing with children killing other children. The Washington, DC, of this novel shows a world
that we can envision: government leaders more concerned with profit than
the environmental Armageddon looming in plain sight and winning defined
by who has the best and the highest number of killing machines to protect his
own selfish interests. Mahlia is from the Peacekeeper group, which has fallen
totally out of favor. Her survival is dictated almost exclusively by her pragmatic
dedication to survival. This survival instinct is what compels her to save Mouse;
to survive one must have someone to watch one's back. Her pragmatism never
considers the effects of friendship and love until she is forced to choose between
them: should she escape to freedom with the help of Tool or should she risk
everything to rescue Mouse who cannot offer her protection or safety or anything
other than someone to sound an alarm to hide if danger approaches? If you have
those students who feed on constant adventure, especially of the underdog nature,
this is a perfect book. The fact that it offers more than just adventure, the fact
that Bacigalupi will have readers exploring the ramifications of things like global
warming and the reasons for our various conflicts in the Middle East, is frosting.
The Drowned Cities, despite its bleak dystopian nature, also highlights the essential elements of friendship, love, and loyalty, which are, perhaps, the main reasons that readers
turn the pages of this novel compulsively and with such white knuckles. Purchase this
one for all high school libraries and pass it on to those sophisticated and mature middle
school readers as well.
Bachmann, S. (2012). The peculiar. New York: HarperCollins/Greenwillow Books. 376
pp. ISBN: 978-0-06-219518-0. (Hardcover); $16.99.
The Peculiar is an excellent fantasy with very few issues that will keep this one out of
the hands of middle school students and the sophistication and quirkiness to appeal to
older students as well. This novel features faeries controlling mechanical, steampunk
birds. We have an uneasy coalition between the human and faery world. The government
includes both, even if faeries occupy a lower rung in the hierarchy than humans. One
thing, however, that both agree upon is that folks that are half human and half faery are
an abomination. The changelings must not bring attention to themselves. Bartholomew
Kettle and his sister are two such changelings. Bartholomew could conceivably pass for
human, but his sister Hettie has tree branches growing out of her head. Both children
live by the mantra, don't get yourself noticed. However, when Bartholomew witnesses
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the kidnapping of another changeling, he longs for a more active role in his own life and
realizes that his own safety is threatened. Ignoring his mother's desperate attempts to
keep them locked inside her home and invisible, Bartholomew is determined to find out
what happened to the kidnapped boy. Meanwhile, inept Arthur Jelliby, whose claim to
fame is that he married a wealthy woman, is reluctantly drawn into the scheming power
hungry world of the faery politician John Wednesday Lickerish. Lickerish is conducting
Nazi-like experiments on changeling castoffs. While ignorant Arthur is too befuddled
to understand this, he does eventually realize that something bad is happening and
that he should intervene. Eventually Bartholomew and Arthur cross paths and discover
that each of their quests includes the other. Jelliby's Victorian sensibilities grounds the
steampunk trappings of Bachman's book as well as providing humor for a story that is as
much about racism as it is about how we deal with our own odd idiosyncrasies and crazy
families. This debut novel is distinguished at the sentence level for some exceptional
lyrical language that begins in the prologue on page one: "Feathers fell from the sky. Like
black snow, they drifted onto an old city called Bath. They whirled down the roofs, gathered in the corners of alleys, and turned everything dark and silent, like a winter's day."
Throughout the novel readers find gems in the description that make this book well worth
recommending to both middle school and high school students.

Long, M., & Demonakos, J. (2012). The silence of our friends. (Ill. by N. Powell). New
York: First Second/Roaring Brook Press. 201 pp. ISBN: 978-1-59643-618-3.
(Paperback); $16.99.
Maybe one day we will have a graphic novel about a white and black family in Texas that is not set during the Civil Rights movement. Maybe we
will argue about who makes the best barbecue. However, the book we do
have is set during the Civil Rights movement and it is an important story,
especially for this graphic novel format that allows readers to see in ways
that text alone does not do as effectively, that this struggle was an equal
opportunity employer. Based on events from Long's family history, this novel
tells the story of a news reporter working for a television station owned by a
racist. In covering the news of the day, such as the expulsion of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee from Texas State University, Jack is
rescued by Larry Thompson and schooled in how he should conduct himself
in poor black neighborhoods. They become friends but friendship is very
problematic for Jack when it threatens his ability to keep his job. Friendship
during this time period in this southern location made simple acts such as
sharing meals fraught with consequences that many, especially Whites from
integrated communities, find difficult to understand. Filming a confrontation
between police and college students, a police officer is shot. Long is called to
testify and his own film is being used by the prosecution to convict the students. Will Long stay silent when he knows that the officer was shot by another
police officer? Will he speak up and risk his livelihood? The book concludes
with the death of Martin Luther King and closes with King's words, "In the
end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends."
Unfortunately, we are still a long way away from the time in which Civil Rights books
are not needed by students. Consequently, this book should find a good home, especially
in middle schools across the country (do be warned that this novel does not sugarcoat the
language). I hope it evokes discussion of what to do when our material comfort clashes
with the fair and ethical treatment of others. I hope it also reminds students of the courage it took for both young and old alike to do what was right.
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Tak, B.D. (2012). Soldier bear. (Ill. by P. Hopman). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Books
for Young Readers. 147 pp. ISBN: 978-0-8028-5375-2. (Hardcover); $13.00.
Private Voytek carried his artillery shell carefully to the next soldier in line to whom he
passed it and then hurried back to get the next heavy shell. Voytek repeated this artillery transport until the trucks were unloaded. After working, Voytek enjoyed a cigarette
or a beer. Many of us would have been more inclined to give Voytek a raw salmon or a
honeycomb. Private Voytek, you see, was a real life bear, a Syrian brown bear rescued
in Iran during World War II by Polish soldiers. Based on a true story, Tak helps
us to understand that in the midst of events as horrible as war, we still have the
opportunity to be human. War is not the place for pets. Soldiers fighting a war do not
typically babysit an animal, especially one as large as a bear. Nor can soldiers usually
afford to feed and care for so large an animal. No, the best way to find room for a bear
on the fighting front is for that bear to become a working member of the unit. And so
this Syrian brown bear was inducted into the army as Private Voytek. What I appreciate about this story is the mix of animals that found their way to the front . We have,
obviously, the bear. We also have a few dogs, and we even have a monkey, Kaska.
While it is important for students not to gloss over the serious nature of war, it is also
important to remind students that soldiers are still people. Since many of the events
of this story are literally true (and Soldier Bear includes an afterward with pictures of
the actual bear), this book will remind students that an event like a war is much more
complicated than just a fight over right or wrong. An animal like Private Voytek is
capable of not only passing the ammunition, but capable of improving morale. Students
will love the humor, which starts from the first pages with Private Voytek, blistered
from the heat, raiding the women's laundry for its underwear and bras soaked with
heavenly, dripping water. Soldier Bear has just the right mix of pathos and humor for
younger students. The winner of the Batcheldor award for translation (translated by
Laura Watkinson), Soldier Bear will find an excellent home in both elementary and
middle school libraries. I love being able to review a book published in our own state of
Michigan, especially when the book is as wonderful as Soldier Bear!
Nayeri, D. (2012). Straw house, wood house, brick house, blow. Somerville, MA:
Candlewick Press. 406 pp. ISBN: 978-0-7636-5526-6. (Hardcover); $19.99.
I have an iPhone. I check messages on it. Text messages have become an increasingly
favored tool. As much as I like my phone, however, I much prefer doing longer messages on
my computer with its full sized keyboard. N ayeri may well win the prize for being the very
first author to write a published book on a smart phone. The fact that the book was written
on a phone may give teachers a way to engage a reader, but if the details of its composition
were the only reason to review the book, you would not be reading my review. The book is
smart, unique, and a lot of fun to read. That said, this book will not be for everyone. Those
who want more immediate connections to folklore will be disappointed. A book written on
a phone is obviously a think-outside-the-box kind of book. Nayeri has four very different
novellas in this collection, all revolving around themes of the limits of friendship, love and
death, how we see our own behavior, and more. In Straw House (Toy Farm) we have a
western unlike any western we have ever read before. Toys roam the range in this novella
and an Oz-like straw man, Sunny, is pushed to think of ways to protect the farm from the
stranger with the jagged fingernails the color of fossils. He also hopes to gain the love of
Dot, the farmer's daughter. In Wood House (Our Lady of Villains) we brave the horrors of
Recreation Day in a science fiction thriller featuring a "nano-miracle event." The epigraph
before this story is from the Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig and it speaks of
building a very safe house, a fitting quote for a big brother story espousing the benevolent
protection of technology. However, even safe houses have problems, even those with the
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miracle of Nano technology: "No one knows which came first: the man or the virus." (p.
131). Brick House (Wish Police) cautions us to be careful what we wish for. In this novella
Randy Bieman wishes upon a star for the multiple homicide of his family. Next thing we
know, we are with detective Mack interrogating Randy Bieman:
Mack slammed the metal table again, hard enough to leave a print. The kid was
about to bawl. 'Don't play with me. Randy Bieman catches the first star, wants
a triple murder. You show up at the door ten minutes later. That dad opens the
door, and I say you would have put your fist through his heart. Am I right?' 'But
I'm not Randy,' pleaded the boy. 'I know.' said Mack, 'You're Randy's wish.' (pp.
223-224).
Blow (Doom with a View) features Death narrating a story about feuding artisan families
and claiming it is a love story:
Fair enough. Maybe a love story should have the lovers within a hundred-mile
radius of each other at the beginning. But in my experience, it's not so much the
beginning as the ending that matters for most people. And endings are kinda
my specialty. I mean, you can start anywhere if you think about it, but you're
gonna end up like everybody else someday, listening to Dora clacking on her
typewriter till you name comes up next on her clipboard." (p. 353)
And the ending to this love story is such a delightful, morbid, very human surprise!
Purchase this one for that lover of literary fiction who likes avant-garde reading experiences unlike anything he or she has ever read before.

Green, J. (2012). The fault in our stars. New York: Penguin/Dutton. 321 pp. ISBN:
978-0-525-47881-2. (Hardcover); $17.99.
Several students in my book group have identified this novel as their favorite
of the year. It has received many starred reviews and lots of folks are pitching
this one for the Printz award. Hazel will die from the cancer that has her in
a cancer Support Group. She has no illusions or delusions of survival, even
if she may be competitive enough to want to live longer than some in her
group who brag about their "cancertastic past." Hazel is snarky, angry and
has a wickedly quick wit and tongue. Hazel's anger stems, in part, because
she is smart enough to want people to remember her for something other than
cancer. Cancer books, she says, suck. So Hazel sits around, withdrawn, reading
Peter Van Houten's Imperial Affliction, a book about a cancer victim that ends
mid sentence, as if the character truly lived right to the very end. In the kids
with cancer group, is Augustus Waters. Augustus has lost a leg to cancer. They
connect over discussions of their favorite books. His is based on a video game.
Gus uses his Wish Foundation wish to take Hazel to Amsterdam to meet Van
Houten. Hazel is determined to discover the alternate ending for Van Houten's
book. Van Houten, however, is a jerk. Gus and Hazel tour the Ann Frank house
and even have sex, as do countless teens worldwide. However, their relationship is based on being alive and not cancer specifically. Gus, though, has had a
relapse and Hazel is forced to rediscover ways to live. Green's book explores the
serious themes of how we wish the world to view us, what mark we wish to leave
for posterity, and what it means to die. While this book may not be in the Printz
mix this year, it is virtually assured of being a teen's top ten book. If my own
teen group is any indication, Green will receive the most votes. The book includes many
zinging remarks and lots of smart dialogue between Gus and Hazel. It is, for my teens,
a book that is handed back and forth with a box of tissues. Purchase this one for all high
school libraries-you may want to add a few more copies to keep pace with demand.
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Kokie, E.M. (2012). Personal effects. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press. 367 pp. ISBN:
978-0-7636-5527-3. (Hardcover); $16.99.
I spent most of last year reading debut books from authors breaking into print for the
first time with a book intended for teens. I served on the Morris Committee. It does not
surprise me to hear folks talk about teen literature in such glowing terms, both teens and
adults. The literature is rich. This brings me to Personal Effects by Kokie. Matt Foster
lives with his father. His older brother, TJ, has died in the war in Iraq. Matt's father
refuses to acknowledge this fact and seems determined to have Matt become the TJ he
misses and seems to love more. Matt is caught between the normal desire to have your
father's love and the understanding that he will never be the person his father wants
him to be. What sets this book apart is how the reader can understand both Matt's rage
at school and his extremely fragile vulnerability that no one sees, except maybe Shauna,
a kind teen soul who works very hard to be friends with a young man who sometimes
believes that he does not deserve friends.
Matt adored his older brother. When his overbearing father refuses to recognize TJ's
death, refuses to allow Matt access to the footlockers filled with TJ's personal effects,
Matt suffers. Without overtly saying anything, Kokie allows readers to sense the fact that
Matt suffers from survivor's guilt. Over and over again, Matt is living his life through TJ's
eyes. Matt is forced to sneak into his brother's room and break into the footlockers in an
attempt to produce some semblance of closure, some reconnection to the brother he knows
is dead, but still loves desperately. In the random collection of personal effects, however,
Matt discovers a brother he never knew. He sees pictures of T J with a girl and letter after
letter after love letter from Celia. There is even a picture of Celia holding a baby named
Zoe. And there is an address in Wisconsin! How could Matt be so ignorant of the brother
who so defines his day-to-day existence? Matt borrows Shauna's car and sets off to learn
about this person he thought he knew so well. Along the way, however, he learns plenty
more about himself, including several surprises about his own true feelings, and not all of
them are good.
Wow! This story is excellent and it is important. Both of my brothers served in Vietnam.
Both have Purple Hearts. My oldest brother came back from Vietnam with very serious
mental problems. He never spoke to anyone about what happened in Vietnam. In fact, he
pretty much divorced his family and disappeared for many years. When I ran into this
brother I idolized, he did not even recognize me. It is clear that I was a responsibility he
could not claim. He died several years ago, and I am sure that his stint in Vietnam played
a part in his premature death. Kokie captures much of this miasma in Matt's relationship
with TJ and with his father's militaristic attitude toward both of his sons. Kokie also gets
the fact that some teens see fathers only through the single lens of good or bad. Even bad
fathers make good decisions, have good ideas, and attempt to do what is best for their
children. While Matt's father is certainly not a person that should be in charge of children, his portrayal (through Matt's eyes) shows that wonderful ability of a skilled writer
to allow readers to see a more three-dimensional picture.
I so want to talk about the ending of this book, which is particularly amazing and fabulous, but I cannot without spoiling the book. Read this book! Put this into the hands of
high school students who feel isolated, misunderstood, and completely at odds with their
family (isn't that just about every single one of us?). This is a book that I know will get
very serious consideration by the Morris Committee and it is another one of those amazing debut YA publications that I learned to love so passionately last year! Congratulations! I did a video interview with Kokie that is available online at www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=dlDAlMGzJQo&list=UUemHZHZNqzhAoYl_gAqsn3Q&index=l&feature=plcp
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Lyga, B. (2012). I hunt killers. New York: Little, Brown. 362 pp. ISBN 978-0-316-125840. (Hardcover); $17.99.
We talk a lot about the things we learn from our families-everything from celebrating
holidays to folding clothes. What do we learn, however, when our father is the world's
best serial killer? When Jazz was growing up, his father instructed him in the fine art of
murder. Now, however, his father is in jail. When a murder happens in Jazz's small town,
he is convinced that it is the work of a serial killer. When Sheriff Tanner does not seem
quite so ready to accept Jazz's view about the killing, Jazz breaks into the morgue and
begins his own investigation.
The twist in this book and what sets it apart from many other similar stories is Jazz's
internal dialogue that has him questioning whether or not his interest in this killing presages his own entry into the world of serial killing. In many ways Jazz is a normal teen
and he makes many normal dumb mistakes. Sometimes that is the only thing that other
teens and other adults notice about him. However, Jazz has not had the typical upbringing and he has difficulties fitting in and interacting with other people.
It is this combination of a young man learning how to fit into a world that he does not feel
like he belongs juxtaposed against a Stephen King-like horror adventure, that elevates
this above many similar books published. The psychological drama will pull in those readers who love thoughtful interpersonal relationships. The CSI-like crime element will pull
in those adventure-loving readers. And let's not forget the horror! However, those who are
unable to read horror need not worry because most of the blood, carnage, and destruction
happen off-camera. I Hunt Killers stands alone. However, those who read and love this
book will be very happy to learn that it is the first of three books in this series. This book,
I predict, will become a favorite of many students, including several who cannot imagine
reading books like this one. Buy several for your high school library!

Elliott, Z. (2012). Ship of souls. Las Vegas, NV: Amazon Publishing. 124 pp. ISBN: 9781-6121-8268-l. (Paperback); $9.95.
Zetta Elliott lives in Brooklyn. On a recent trip to New York City, I walked through
Prospect Park with Elliott. She pointed out two Revolutionary War marker stones
that helped urge her toward this story. In Central Park, I walked mindful of this
history. Elliott teaches ethnic studies and has her PhD in American Studies (with a
focus on depictions of racial violence in African American literature). Ship of Souls is
based on her careful research of the African Burial Ground and the lives of African
Americans in her neighborhood during the Revolutionary War time period. Dmitri
or D, as he is called, doesn't have it easy. His mother has died from cancer. He is
shuffling between his foster home and a new school. Just when he thinks he might
make it in Mrs. Martin's foster home, she takes in a baby addicted to crack. D cannot
compete with the needs of this small child. He passes the time watching birds in the
park. At school D has no time to dwell on his own troubles because he has been offered
a job tutoring Hakeem (Keem), a basketball player who defies any stereotypes by his
very unusual lineage. And there is Nyla, a young woman he has been watching with
great interest. Nyla invites D to sit with her at lunchtime. It looks like Keem, who is
"built like a giant, and kids at school worship the ground you walk on!" (p. 22) has his
sights set on Nyla too. The three of them settle into something resembling a friendship.
When D rescues an injured bird from the park, his life changes. This bird shifts shapes
and seems to expect something from D. It even speaks! When D shares the story of this
bird, Nuru, with Nyla and Keem, readers can almost hear the eerie music. Sharing this
hard-to-believe secret proves to be a main factor in establishing the trust necessary
for the friendship between the three to flourish. Nuru, leads D, Nyla, and Keem along
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the paths trod by soldiers during the Revolutionary War. These ghosts seem to feed on
pain. Monsters rear their ugly heads. Danger lurks. Elliott introduces readers to firmly
grounded history mixed with creepy, graveyard language that will appeal to young readers. Students may argue whether Nyla should like Keem or D, but they will also pick
up facts about the Revolutionary War. They will see that New York was a battleground
during this war. They will absorb the fact that African Americans fought and died during
the Revolutionary War. Many readers are unaware that Broadway, very close to ground
zero, has the bones of African American soldiers just below its sidewalks and asphalt.
This is a book filled with significance, and I haven't even mentioned that Elliott peppers
her novel with comparisons to 9/11 and the racism that modern New York City Muslim
students face on a daily basis. I appreciate books that use very real history, in context,
to tell a story that will grip young readers. When that book is also likely to spark an
awareness of cultural differences and an interest in history and how it impacts current
events, so much the better. Purchase this one for middle school libraries and point it out
to the history teachers. By the time this review is printed and distributed, you should find
a video interview with Dr. Elliott talking about this book and other topics on my website
(www.spicyreads.org/Author_Videos.html).

Cashore, K. (2012). Bitterblue. New York: Penguin/Dial. 563 pp. ISBN: 978-0-80373473-9. (Hardcover); $19.99.
Fans of Graceling and Fire will be thrilled to have this sequel-companion novel to
read. Bitterblue has been queen since the age of 10. She lives in a world in which some
citizens have graces, which are concentrated skills well beyond normal. One may be
graced with superhuman strength, another may be graced with the ability to read
minds. Bitterblue's father, the sadistic King Leck, was graced with the ability
to make people believe whatever lie he told. King Leck was finally murdered
(and Katsa and Po from Graceling have a vital contribution to this story). Bitterblue slowly discovers that his death did not end his psychological torture
and the trauma of her subjects. Who will trust a 10-year-old child with such
horror? Even though Bitterblue is now 18 years old, her advisors and even her
brother Thiel attempt to hide the truth from her. Bitterblue takes to sneaking
out of the palace at night to underground story rooms. Folks tell stories about
the depravities visited upon them by King Leck. Bitterblue begins to sense
that she has been living in fog, totally unaware of the brooding undercurrent
that threatens to overwhelm her kingdom of Monsea. There seems to be a
conspiracy to keep her from understanding the truth of her kingdom. Consequently she is drawn to these story rooms, and it is in this seamy underbelly of
Monsea that she meets the thief Saf and his friend Teddy. Saf is unapologetic
in his complaints about the monarchy and what they have, through negligence,
allowed to happen in Monsea. While it may seem very predictable that Bitterblue will fall in love with Saf (and she does), the guts of this novel is in
the negotiations that take place between Bitterblue and Saf as they navigate
through the rough waters of their stubborn personalities and the grim social
facts of life in a hurting country, Their relationship takes an especially combative turn after Saf discovers the true identity of this girl he kissed, Bitterblue,
and thought he loved. Saf feels betrayed by her lies and Bitterblue cannot imagine
doing anything other than lie as she did. Considering the horror delivered to the people
of Monsea by her father's lies, this exploration of how else she could have acted with Saf
is especially poignant. The twists in this novel are numerous and perfectly, agonizingly,
slow in their explication. Readers may bring to mind topics such as how our own country coped with discovering the lie of Iraq's weapons of mass destruction. Perhaps even
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more pertinent are the analogies between South Africa and its Afrikaner and tribal
populations. Just how do we move past genocide and other unspeakable acts of evil by
those in authority? Bitterblue grapples with how rulers and its people work toward
truth. This novel is also a coming-of-age story with a touch of unrequited romance, but
never do these elements of the story demean the more serious theme of healing a brutalized people by slowly exposing their sores to the healing light of truth. The characters are fully formed. The setting with its mountains, caverns, castles, and tunnels feel
like places we have seen. The grace of Bitterblue, however, is in its exquisite pacing.
Purchase this one for all high school libraries and throw some into a few middle school
libraries that encourage its students to explore books with powerful themes that are
filled with hope without backing off from the fact that life can sometimes be pretty ugly
and extremely painful.

Magoon, K. (2012). 37 things I love. New York: Henry Holt. 218 pp. ISBN: 978-0-80509465-7. (Hardcover); $16.99.
Ellis has one person with whom she is able to discuss anything in the whole wide
universe-her father. She often sits in his room and tells him in detail all that she is
thinking. For the past 2 years, Ellis's father has been there for her, the recipient of all
her deepest and darkest secrets. And now her mother wants to take that away from
her. The timing couldn't be worse for Ellis because her two closest friends
have changed. Abby has been serving up a load of Me-Me-Me crap and
Cora has returned with the announcement that she is a lesbian. Ellis's
mother has enlisted the aid of a new therapist in an attempt to pull the
plug on her husband, Ellis' father, who has been in a brain-dead coma for
the past 2 years. Ellis is not ready to let him go, but will she ever be ready?
Her flashback memories of her father force the readers to see her inability
to let go as something much more powerful and serious than mere teen
self-centered behavior. Her mother is a late night radio talk show goddess:
"Mom has this deep-throated voice like hot milk on chocolate. Her voice is
her job, her life. Her voice is this amazing gift to the world." (p. 3). Despite
this gift, like many teens and their moms, Ellis and her mother cannot
seem to find the words to communicate. The fact that her father is brain
dead and gone forever cannot compete with Ellis' memories and recalled
conversations. She cannot bear to be without him, even as he is. This decision, however, also involves her mother. Her mother loved her husband and
keeping him alive as a mere shell of his former self is not only expensive,
but cruel. This conversation is so laden with pain that mother and daughter
tend to avoid talking about anything of substance. The strength of this novel
is in its finely drawn characters, especially the relationship between Ellis
and her mom. However, the minor characters have substance and are fully
realized. In addition to the exploration of what constitutes meaningful life, Magoon has
readers experiencing the angst of whether our bodies are good enough. Are my breasts
big enough? Am I attractive? Magoon writes skillfully, allowing readers to see both the
humor and the poignancy of these benchmark, developmental events and stages. Obviously the book contains 37 chapters. With just 218 pages, the chapters are very short;
readers will fly through this one, especially those readers who adore introspective,
character driven novels. Purchase this one for high school libraries.

FALL

2012, VoL. 45, No.1

49

WELL-STOCKED BOOKSHELF

Magoon, K. (2012). Fire in the streets. New York: Simon and Schuster/Aladdin. 336 pp.
ISBN: 978-1-4424-2230-8. (Hardcover); $16.99.
Kekla Magoon is an author to watch (www.spicyreads.org/Author_Videos.html) scroll
down). One of my favorite books from 2007 is Magoon's The Rock and the River. At the
time, I mentioned in reviews that we have very few books that even mention the Black
Panther Party, let alone deal with them in a careful, thorough way. Fire in the Streets
continues the story Magoon began in her debut book. While her family's financial fortunes drip away, not helped by her mother's drinking and assortment of boyfriends, the
Panthers provide a very real respite for Maxie. Sam is still dealing with the death of
his brother. Maxie's relationship with Sam only serves to confuse and upset them both.
Her friends, Emmalee and Patrice, are slowly drifting away. The Panther Party is the
only thing that seems to make sense, and she basks in its routine and consistency. She
longs to become a full member of the Panthers and constantly battles with her Panther
brother Raheem over her maturity and ability to do more than office tasks. Maxie wants
to have her own gun. When Maxie discovers that there is someone working with the
Panthers who is leaking information to the government about Panther activity, Maxie
investigates. Someone is attempting to destroy the only place that offers her shelter.
Maxie is determined to discover the identity of the traitor, thinking that this will prove
her worth to the organization. However, the truth is not simple, and it is filled with
pain. Unfortunately we still do not have many teen books that deal substantially with
the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, the Black Panther Party, and the social
problems in Chicago that lead to the civil unrest. Thankfully, Fire in the Streets lives up
to the standard Magoon set with The Rock and the River. Readers will feel like they have
stepped back in time. Magoon's factual tidbits add journalistic realism to the story and
only improves the atmosphere. Maxie has spunk. Readers will empathize with her Atlastask of trying to hold onto her world. Fire in the Streets belongs in all middle school and
high school libraries. While readers are able to read this story independently of The Rock
and the River, I strongly urge readers to read both and in order. Magoon's recognition by
the Coretta Scott King committee and the NAACP Image awards are not mistakes!

THE

BRIDES
OF

Lanagan, M. (2012). The brides of Rollrock Island. New York: Random House/Knopf.
309 pp. ISBN: 978-0-375-86919-8. (Hardcover); $17.99.
Lanagan is no stranger to the Printz award and this book should return her to
that table this January. What are all the fishermen catching in the ocean that
has normal women shunning the island upon which they live? Brides! Brides
pulled from the core of the seals lumbering and thrashing in the spume. The
spurned witch, Misskaella, knows the magic of drawing hauntingly beautiful
women from these seals. She sells brides to the fishermen, though she cares
very little about the payments. The fishermen must hide his bride's seal coat
lest the lure of the sea entice her back into her coat and back into the sea.
Misskaella's motivation is part revenge, but revenge alone is not what Lanagan
is trying to convey. What do we expect from women? These brides are beautiful.
The fishermen see their own fantasy of beauty completely realized in each bride.
If the fisherman wants to keep his seal-bride hidden from his wife, locked away
until needed, the bride will not complain. These brides are not only gorgeous, but
compliant. But is that what we want from women? And if we are a bride, is a life
lived exclusively for a husband and children enough? Throw away these sorts of
discussion questions, however, because the heart of any Lanagan title is its poetic
core, and this novel is no exception: "The sea was gray with white dabs of temper
all over it; the sky hung full of ragged strips of cloud" (p. 3).
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Any man seeing this maiden's lips would want to lay kisses on them; he would
want to roll in the cushions of those lips, swim in the depths of those eyes, run
his hands down the long foreign lengths of this girl. (p. 85)
She was as white as bone, as narrow as a sapling tree; her hair tumbled black
from where it had been pressed in a mass to the back of her head. It fell and
spread, darkness and gloss together like the sea waves, like the sea-rinsed
seals. (p. 166)
It is not at all difficult to find quotes-just open the book randomly to any page. Telling
the tale from the perspective of six different people and rolling back and forth in time like
the tide, Lanagan casts a spell over readers with her magical setting, poetic language,
and the depth of her feelings about our human relationships. Especially fascinating to
this reader is Lanagan's exploration and layering of the brides. She takes these haunting, compliant beauties and complicates them. Once readers begin making connections
between these brides and our society, they will be hooked. Mark this book as my current
choice to win the 2012 Printz award! If I should read something better between now and
January, that will only speak highly of teen literature this year. Purchase this book for
all high school libraries and do whatever it takes to put this one in front of students curious about the difference between commercial fiction and writing distinguished by high
literary quality.

Saenz, B.A. (2012). Aristotle and Dante discover the secrets of the universe. New
York: Simon & Schuster. 359 pp. ISBN: 978-1-4424-0892-0. (Hardcover); $16.99.
Saenz made a splash back in 2004 with his lyrical teen novel, Sammy and Juliana in
Hollywood (and it is still a book that I highly recommend). Aristotle and Dante
Discover the Secrets of the Universe is a much different title, but no less hard
hitting and effective. It begins with an epigraph: "The problem with my life was
that it was someone else's idea." The past tense nature of this quote, combined with
the dubious nature of free will expressed in its words, perfectly frames the events of
this story. The epigraph suggests that we will move forward, once we begin thinking
for ourselves. Ari struggles with verbal expression. He lacks confidence. His dark
complexion matches his mood especially when his thoughts dwell on his imprisoned
older brother. He is angry and ready for a fight. His family refuses to speak of the
reason Bernardo is in prison. In fact, his family has a difficult time talking about
anything of significance-his father, for example, refuses to discuss his Vietnam War
experiences. What Ari is, Dante is not. Dante recites poetry and spews philosophical
arguments easily. He is athletic and teaches Ari to swim. His complexion is very
light. His family talks about anything and almost everything. Dante is outgoing and
friendly. Saenz is purposefully contrasting the differences between the boys to highlight the fact that both are Mexican. The boys even argue about who is more Mexican
than the other. Their world, however, has a very defined social order that even Dante
cannot ignore. When Ari realizes that Dante's feelings for him stretch the social conventions of their world, he is faced with several serious challenges, not the least of which
is the need to articulate his problems and worries. The plot twists are layered effectively,
which helps disguise a welcomed ending that is not often seen in Latino literature. In
addition to issues of race, Saenz has readers confront bullies, family secrets, and social
mores. It is, however, the distinctly teen philosophical discussions, sometimes goofy,
sometimes intensely serious, between Ari and Dante that gives this novel its large heart.
Like many students, these boys wonder about purpose, about love, about acceptance,
about friendship, and about their place in a world that often goes out of its way to exclude
them. Purchase this one for high school libraries.
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Deedy, C.A., & Wright, R. (2012). The Cheshire cheese cat. (Illus. by Moser, B.).
Atlanta, GA: Peachtree. 234 pp. ISBN: 978-1-56145-595-9. (Hardcover); $16.95.
Fans of Charles Dickens will thoroughly enjoy this good-hearted fantasy about a cheeseloving, literary cat. Barry Moser's illustrations will be appreciated by elementary readers.
Thanks to a smart text, even high school students will enjoy this romp around Dickens'
London as well. Readers familiar with Dickens, especially A Tale of Two Cities, will
delight in the witty parodies of Dickens' writing. Dickens is a character in this book and
he is having a difficult time with the beginning of his new book, A Tale of Two Cities, as
we learn from his diary entries. Younger students will fall in love with Skilly and Pip,
cat and mouse, living in the comfort of a pub, Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, whether they
know who Dickens is or not. Skilley is a street cat. Each day he faces assault by broom,
by carriage, and by the harsh street people and creatures of Dickens' London. When
Skilley discovers that Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese Inn needs a mouser, he must be the cat
for the job. However, Skilley has a rather large obstacle to overcome: He has no interest
whatsoever in catching and killing mice. With the help of Pip, Skilley concocts a plan that
will provide Skilley with that item he craves beyond most others-cheese! A bully tom
named Pinch and a crazed, cheese-hoarding cook eventually complicate life at the pub
so drastically that it takes the Royal Family to settle accounts, with help from Charles
Dickens. And just who is that mysterious person hiding up in the attic? Here is a book
that certainly belongs in elementary and middle school libraries. If high school students
can overcome the perceived (and misguided) insult of illustrations and a larger type size,
they will not be sorry to rip through this fast-paced fantasy. High school teachers who use
Dickens in the classroom should certainly have access to this excellent tale and tails.

Block, F.L. (2012). The elementals. New York: St. Martin's Press. 263 pp. ISBN: 978-1250-00549-6. (Hardcover); $24.99.
This is not Weetzie Bat. It is Francesca Lia Block, and this book is an adult title
that both teens and adults will appreciate. This dark, paranormal thriller still
echoes Block's beautiful way with words:
It was easy. Girls like that, I knew what they liked. Pretty things. Maybe
with a little oddness, a little edge. Dolls with too-big heads and eyes that
changed colors. Dolls with little sharp teeth and flowered dresses. Porcelain
dolls with pointed elf ears that could be exchanged for normal human ones.
Not just dolls but vintage gowns and shoes and jewels. And food. And music.
Halloween Hotel was always a good one. Oh, and the wine of course. Made
in the basement with such slight traces of cannabis, opium and ephedra that
you almost couldn't detect them, unless you were a really bright chemistry
student. (p. 255)

e elementals

francesca lia block
o novel

Ariel is trying to move on with her life, go to college, find friends, but it is impossible to forget the disappearance of her best friend, Jen. In fact, Ariel chooses to
attend UC Berkeley to investigate Jen's disappearance in the last place she was
seen alive. The fact that Ariel's mother has cancer complicates everything to the
point of reducing Ariel to a brooding introverted mess. Ariel wanders the streets
that Jen wandered hoping to feel the psychic footprints of her friend-with very
little success. She suspects the creepy Fritz Kragen, but cannot dig up enough
compelling evidence to persuade Detective Rodriguez to investigate. She also wonders
about the street man with the dreads who says to her:
"I was once like you, my friend," he said. "You could become me easy, walk
out into the street covered in hair and filth and people would look at you with
disgust, sister, and think you were born like that, that you never were a little
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child, clean as a small tree, quick as water, bright in the mind and breathing
sweetly." (p. 233)
Jen, however, is gone without a trace. College only serves to confuse and alienate Ariel.
Her roommate torments her and constantly has sex in the room, which forces Ariel onto
the streets. Her life improves when she meets John Graves and his group of very strange
ranger roommates. Eventually John becomes her lover, and the descriptions are steamy
and definitely adult, even if they are not too far removed from the experiences of many
teens. They are also necessary for the Ariel-Prospero mythology that fills the pages.
Eventually, the crises that are Ariel's life pull her back to Los Angeles. Ariel needs to be
near her cancer-ridden mother. She needs to be there for her father-that is until the
missing Jen exerts her pull once again and back to Berkeley she goes. This mystery is
dark and magical, filled with musical sentences, creepy and gorgeous all the way to the
startling conclusion. Fans of Weetzie Bat will love this new direction for Block and older
high school teens who have never read Weetzie will clamor for more.

Siegel, M. (2011). Sailor Twain: The mermaid in the Hudson. New York: Roaring Brook
Press/First Second Books. 400 pp. ISBN: 978-1-59643-636-7. (Hardcover) $24.99.
While the bare breasted mermaid is certain to produce a certain amount of angst in many
Michigan schools, this book is more than its "erotically charged drawings" (as blurbed
by John Irving). Mrs. Camomille follows Captain Twain to a bar and harangues him into
1
revealing what he knows about missing steamboat owner, Jacques-Henri Lafayette.
......,,.. ....... -_....-"'ffl·-b ---:.:::,:Twain's story includes his rescue of a harpooned mermaid, whom he hides and heals
and begins to love, which may not be his wisest move. Lafayette's brother, Dieudonne
Lafayette, the new ship's owner, is a womanizer intent on loving seven women. He
is not the businessman his brother was, much to the consternation of the crew and
passengers (except many of the women). When Twain discovers that his mermaid
may not be the lovely sea creature she seems, he learns that breaking a mermaid's
power includes finding seven lovers. Dieudonne's actions must now be viewed with
another, more complicated lens. Siegel also includes-with a character named Twain,
this may seem obvious-an author that isn't quite what he seems to be. Elijah Twain
is a frustrated author often afflicted with writer's block. However, Siegel includes
another author, the mysterious C.G. Beaverton, who has been communicating regularly
with Dieudonne. Dieudonne has never accepted the presumed fact of his brother's
suicide. Turns out this mysterious author, Beaverton, is an expert on mermaids. More
layers! Twain's emotionally charged riverboat life collides with mermaid magic and
Greek lore. We travel through time with drawings aptly described in the jacket copy as,
"Cinematic drama." Readers will find atmosphere galore in the illustrations as well as
humor. See, for example, Twain and the mermaid's kissing on page143 (Siegel's charcoal
drawings of these kisses explode with an orgasm of words, spilling onto the page-so
much for writer's block). The charcoal illustrations throughout this graphic novel complement the text, adding a richness to the setting that allows readers to travel back in time
gracefully. The 400 pages are just the right amount to allow the story to unfold naturally
and magically. While there is certainly no denying the sex appeal of this novel, what has
me eagerly recommending it to sophisticated, older high school readers (and adults) is its
celebration of story and its romance of words. Smart, graphic-literate teens will celebrate
this sexy mash-up of mythology, folklore, magic, mystery, and romance that has, at its
core, a reverence for language and literature, and their roots, classical or modern, Greek
or American.
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Sheinkin, S. (2012). Bomb: The race to build-and steal-the world's most dangerous weapon. New York: Roaring Brook Press/Flash Point. 266 pp. ISBN:
978-1-59643-487-5. (Hardcover); $19.99.
Our Common Core standards have school districts around the state (and country) rushing
to provide more nonfiction for students of all ages. My work with students convinces me
that many students subconsciously define reading as being the fiction reading that we
do. Too many teachers across the state and nation avoid nonfiction read-alouds. If our
students had more books like Bomb by Sheinkin, this would not be a problem. Here is a
book that will win nonfiction awards at the end of the year. Will win! Take this fact to
the bank many months before committees have deliberated. Employing some of the best
narrative nonfiction text I have ever read, Sheinkin has a novel that fiction-loving readers
will think was written exclusively for them. Novels often end chapters with cliff-hangers:
"I went back to work," Feynman said, "for about three minutes." Then he got
up and started pacing, thinking about what little he knew about fission and
the possibility of building atomic bombs. "This would be a very, very powerful
weapon," he said, "which in the hands of Hitler and his crew would let them
completely control the rest of the world." He decided to go to the meeting. Soon
after, Richard Feynman disappeared from the Princeton campus. (p. 69)

STEVE
SNEINKIN

How can any reader not immediately begin reading the next chapter? At this point the
fiction writer is done. Sheinkin, however, has to document this conversation. "Sykes,
Christopher. No Ordinary Genius: The Illustrated Richard Feynman. New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1994." (p. 245). "'This would be very'; Sykes, No Ordinary
Genius." (p. 252). The nonfiction author not only has to craft the text to entice
readers, but the accuracy of where a quote comes from is absolutely essential. Even
a photograph, such as the striking photo featured artistically and brilliantly on the
front cover, must be documented. "Front cover: Foreground 2013 by Tristan Elwell,
background courtesy of U.S. National Archives" (p. 261). Often fiction will have two
or more narrators or plot threads; Bomb has three. As the cover suggests, the first
thread concerns our attempt to build bombs exponentially more destructive than
anything the world has seen. Of course, in true Rocky and Bulwinkle Boris Badanov
fashion, if we are going to try to build the world's most destructive bomb, someone
will want to steal that bomb. In this case, feeling threatened by the technology of the
THE
Americans
and Germans, the Soviets embark upon an espionage campaign to steal our
RACE TO
BUILD
bomb secrets. Meanwhile, afraid of what the bomb will do to the world should it be in
-ANDSTEALthe hands of the Germans, the Americans plant specialized troops and men in German
THEWOIILD's
MOST
territory with orders to frustrate the Germans ability to produce an atomic bomb. All
ous
N
three threads work together exceptionally well. Endings in nonfiction book are, by
definition, predictable. But even here, Sheinkin figures out a way to surprise readers:

m

On the morning before his trial, Fuchs met with his lawyer in a prison cell beneath
the courthouse. The lawyer, Derek Curtis-Bennett, warned Fuchs to brace himself-he was likely to be given the maximum penalty allowed by law. ''You know
what that is?" Curtis-Bennett asked. ''Yes," said Fuchs. "It's death." [page turn] "No
you bloody fool, it's fourteen years." Fuchs was confused. ''You didn't give secrets
to the an enemy," the lawyer said. ''You gave them to an ally." During World War
II, Britain and the Soviet Union had been fighting on the same side. In the eyes of
British law, Curtis-Bennett explained, that made all the difference. (pp. 227-228)
With a fabulous cover that functions as a fully complete and perfect book talk, place
copies of this book in all middle school and high school libraries. Bring this book to the
attention of both history and literature teachers; look for this one to sport a shiny award
sticker come January, perhaps more than just one or two.
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Trueman, T. (2012). Life happens next. New York: HarperColins/HarperTeen. 144 pp.
ISBN: 978-0-06-202803-7. (Hardcover); $17.99.
In Stuck In Neutral, Trueman's Printz honor-winning book, Shawn McDaniel's father plans
to smother Shawn with a pillow, thinking that he is doing him a kindness. Shawn has cerebral palsy and has absolutely no muscle control, but he does have a high functioning brain.
Shawn's father does not kill him, and this sequel continues Shawn's adventures, sans his
father. While this book, obviously, will not have the surprise (and, consequently, a somewhat muted impact), what readers will notice is that Shawn functions like most teens. He
dreams of girls. He laughs. He wonders about his purpose. He becomes deeply depressed.
In this book, Debi moves into Shawn's home with her dog, Rusty. Debi has Down syndrome.
Shawn's fantasies, however, revolve around his sister's hot friend, Ally. Debi does not at
all compete with Ally. Since nobody is even aware that Shawn is able to think, much less
have fantasies, his disgust with Debi does not have to be filtered. Shawn is too smart,
however, to ignore the fact that, like him, Debi is not taken seriously and often treated
in an extremely patronizing manner. His own condition provides him with an essential
advantage when it comes to evaluating Debi's strength's and weaknesses-he has the time
to focus on Debi for long periods of time. When Debi reciprocates by actually communicating with Shawn, no one else in the family is even aware of it. Nor is the family really able to
observe the almost psychic bond Debi has with Rusty. Recognizing the potential for communicating with others in a meaningful way helps banish the depression that has Shawn
wondering whether or not his father had the right idea. It also has Shawn rethinking his
comparison between Ally and Debi. Communicating with others, however, comes with its
own risks and its own heartbreak. Teens will be doing the same sort of reevaluation. Readers are not getting Stuck in Neutral, but what they are getting is a continuation of that
important, even essential, discussion of what it means to be human. That is plenty! Put this
one right next to Stuck in Neutral; ask students to read both!
Singer, M. (2012). A strange place to call home: The world's most dangerous habitats & the animals that call them home. (Illus. by Young, E.). San Francisco,
CA: Chronicle Books. 44 pp. ISBN 978-1-452-10120-0. (Hardcover); $16.99.
Filled with free verse, sonnets, cinquains, haiku, and other poetic forms, Singer takes us
around the world exploring the world's most inhospitable habitats. We have poems about
tube worms living in the hydrothermal vents deep in the ocean. We caper with goats high
up the rocky cliffs, and we eke out an existence with petroleum flies. While the lack of
sources and references for the nonfiction information that accompanies each poem prevents
this book from being of much use in science classes, that should not deter those interested
in language or art. Young's torn paper collage complements Singer's careful collection of
words. Singer's book is one of those wonderful picture books that should find a
home in a wide variety of grades, from elementary classrooms up past high school.
' Examine, for example, her poem about a most unusual fish:
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In these caves the blind are not bats,
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but fish.
Small, pink, eyeless,
they navigate their pools with confidence,
easily avoiding obstacles.
Crystals, cave pearls, fellow fish,
no indecision, no collision.
Who needs vision
as long as this world remains
so wet
so dark?
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Montgomery, S. (2012). Temple Grandin: How the girl who loved cows embraced
Autism and changed the world. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 148 pp. ISBN: 9780-547-44315-7. (Hardcover); $17.99.
Until I received this book, I did not know Temple Grandin. I did not see the movie. I
did not know about her work with fast food companies. Zilch. Zip. Nada. What a shame!
Montgomery's book brings this amazing woman's accomplishments to life in a way that
inspires readers to do additional research. What better compliment can we give to an
author and her book? I am hoping that those reading this review already know about
Grandin. Regardless, readers will adore the limpid writing and excellent narrative
flow chronicling Grandin's influence in the way we treat livestock raised exclusively for its food value-the cows that give their lives for our hamburgers. In addition to raising awareness among students who often have this mistaken notion that
hamburgers come from stores, Montgomery shows, in student-friendly language,
how Grandin used her autism to understand the world. Too often students fear
the limitations of their own selves (I am too short, too tall, too fat, too skinny, too
ugly, too uncoordinated, too sensitive ... ). In this book, we have someone embracing
herself, her whole self, and thinking of that as a strength to be manipulated to make
the world a better place. Grandin's autism provides her with insight about ways to
reduce the anxiety in cows raised for food. She designed ways for large corporations,
like McDonald's, to slaughter cows with much less stress and waste. Cows panic
when they sense danger. They can injure themselves and other cows, which reduces
the amount of beef that the herd yields. The fast food industry eventually recognized
that listening to Grandin saved them money and produced a better hamburger.
Montgomery's description of Grandin's childhood, her gradual acquisition of her
doctorate, and the struggles she had getting ranchers to listen to her ideas about how
to treat animals is riveting. While squeamish students may have trouble looking at
photographs of slaughter houses and diagrams of what is, essentially, a death march
for cows, it is equally important that they be aware of the issues Montgomery and Grandin raise about how we feed our citizens. This book is equally comfortable in elementary,
middle school, and high school libraries. Make sure your students know about Temple
Grandin!

Ed Spicer teaches first-grade students at North Ward Elementary School in Allegan,
Michigan. Recently he has been writing curriculum guides for publishers, including one
for Jay Asher's Thirteen Reasons Why. He runs a teen book group at Allegan High School
and coordinates the high school literacy contest for high school authors and artists. He has
been a member of the Teen Read Week Committee, the Michael L. Printz Committee (2005),
Best Books for Young Adults (2006-2008), the Randolph Caldecott Committee (2009), and
the Notable Children's Books Committee (2010-2011). Last year Ed served on the William C. Morris award committee for teen debut authors. He has taught a graduate young
adult literature course at Grand Valley State University (adjunct). Ed gives presentations
on books to schools, universities, libraries, and even groups like the American Chemical Society (on teaching visual literacy). Currently, Ed is a member of the Margaret A.
Edwards Award Committee of the Young Adult Library Services Association, a division of
the American Library Association. Ed's website address is www.spicyreads.org. Feel free to
contact Ed at info@spicyreads.org.
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KALEIDOSCOPE 2013
The Michigan Reading Association invites a deserving student from your school
to become a published author!
TEACHERS, just follow these easy steps:
1. Select ONE piece of writing from your building. Only
Illustrations created by the author will be accepted.
2. Fill out the Student Information Sheet.
3. Proofread and edit selection with student author.
4. E-mail manuscript and information by the deadline:
December 15, 2012
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Title

• WORD LIMIT - Please count accurately.
•

Here's an example of
the manuscript format
for authors to follow.
Sue Jones, Sixth Grade
East Middle School
Grayling, Ml

For more information, contact the Michigan Reading Association office,
office@michiganreading.org or 8-800-MRA-READ.
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DEADLINE FOR ENTRIES: DECEMBER 15, 2012
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Complete and attach to entry.

•
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•
-----------------·
Title of Entry
••
-----------------·
Graa~
Student's Name
·- •
-----------------·•
City

SPECIFIC GUIDELINES:
• One entry per school building, any grade K-12.
• The original manuscript may be prose, poetry or any other genre of writing.
• Authors may submit a black line drawing on a separate sheet of 8.5 x 11" paper (due
to space limitations, drawing may not be published). Only illustrations from the author
will be accepted or recognized.
• The entry must be in "polished" form (no invented spellings).
The winning submission must be typed and a copy e-mailed with the Student
Information Sheet
• Manuscript must also be submitted electronically as a Microsoft Word attachment to
office@michiganreading.o_rg. Attachment must include submission in 12 point
Microsoft Word format; title centered at top of manuscript, followed by content of
manuscript. Student name, grade, school name, and school city location will be
located at bottom right of final page of manuscript.
K - 6th grade
250 words
?1h - 1ih grade
500 words
Mail entry to:
Kaleidoscope Entry
Michigan Reading Association
668 Three Mile Road NW
Grand Rapids, Ml 49544

Student Information Sheet

Student's Address
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Parent Signature

A submitted entry gives
Michigan Reading Association
permission to publish manuscript in
KALEIDOSCOPE 2013.
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